economic strengths of these Asian nations are simultaneously sapped by hidden burden of poverty-promoting diseases known as the neglected tropical diseases (NTDs).
Shown in Table 1 is a summary of the major chronic and debilitating parasitic helminth infections affecting the eight South China Sea nations, based on the latest World Health Organization (WHO) preventive chemotherapy and transmission control data [3] [4] [5] . Altogether, at least 200 million people require regular and periodic treatments for their intestinal helminth infections, schistosomiasis, and lymphatic filariasis (LF), with Indonesia and the Philippines representing the most affected countries. Together, these helminth infections represent major reasons why groups of people in Asia cannot escape poverty. Intestinal helminth infections and schistosomiasis prevent children from growing to their full developmental potential and economic productivity, while LF renders adults too sick to lead productive and vigorous livelihoods [6] . A national "worm index" based on these metrics was recently published and was shown to be inversely related to a country's human development index [6] . It was found that every South China Sea nation except for Singapore (or possibly Taiwan) has a positive worm index, while Indonesia and the Philippines exhibit worm indices that rival those found in subSaharan Africa and other less developed regions of the world.
A major implication of these findings is that while nations fight for dominance over territories in the South China Sea, NTDs such as the major helminth infections that comprise the worm index actually represent the major threats to their economy and security.
Looking at these findings in a positive light, the high endemicity of helminth infections and other NTDs in the region creates new opportunities for international scientific and technical cooperation. Together, the eight South China Sea nations have sufficient economic clout and technical capacities in order to join forces and provide cooperative programs of mass drug administration. Such actions could lead to the regional elimination of LF, while having a substantial impact on intestinal helminth infections and schistosomiasis. Most of these nations also host a relatively sophisticated biotechnology infrastructure, including capacity for producing vaccines. Through joint scientific collaborations in programs of "vaccine diplomacy," it should be possible to produce new generation NTD vaccines for many of the endemic diseases across the region [7] . Financial resources being devoted to maritime security in the region are escalating. According to one source, the US Government will spend US$425 million over the next five years [8] , almost equivalent to its entire current budget for NTD mass drug administration. Similarly, it is likely the funds China now spends for thousands of acres in land reclamation to create islands in the South China Sea [9] likely exceeds its NTD budget. Rather than escalating tensions in the South China Sea and "fight over a comb," to paraphrase Borges, there is an opportunity to work together for joint scientific cooperation as a means to lower national worm indices and ultimately reduce poverty and disease in East Asia.
